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 In November, 2010, 12 student-activists from a student organization called DREAM Act 
NOW! began a hunger strike on the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) campus 
(Ludwig, 2010a). This group demanded support a clean federal DREAM (Development, Relief, 
and Education for Alien Minors) Act from then-Texas Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson who had 
previously lent her support to a national DREAM Act in 2007 and then rescinded her support 
three years later (“Dream Act,” 2010). After 7 days on campus, the protesters and their 
supporters marched 14 miles to downtown San Antonio to stage a protest that in total lasted over 
a month and resulted in the arrest of 16 students and community supporters at Hutchinson’s 
office (Hughes, 2010; Ludwig, 2010b; Weinstein, 2010).  
 This hunger strike occurred in a year with different examples of college student activism. 
Students at the University of California at Berkeley staged a 10-day hunger strike aimed at the 
passage of anti-Latinx legislation in Arizona months before the UTSA hunger strike (Egelko, 
2010). In July, 2010, an undocumented student from Michigan was arrested in the Hart Senate 
Office in Washington, D.C. calling for a new DREAM Act (Petulla, 2010). However, UTSA is 
not a campus with the history of student activism like UC-Berkeley and it is far removed from 
the political epicenter of Washington, D.C., and this hunger strike is noteworthy for several 
reasons. First, it sparked solidarity protests at 6 other institutions throughout Texas (Ludwig, 
2010c) and in other states as far away as Minnesota (Aslanian, 2010). Second, the arrest of the 
students and their supporters prompted a mix of outrage and support from the community. 
Finally, unlike other student protests where university leadership displayed antagonism toward 
student activism (e.g., the 2015 protests at the University of Missouri, see Brewer, 2018; White, 
2016), the hunger strikers at UTSA received support in different forms from the university’s 
president. 
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 The purpose of this chapter is to center the response of then-UTSA President Ricardo 
Romo and the ways in which he responded to and supported the students who participated in this 
hunger strike. This historical narrative offers perspectives for understanding the life history as a 
student of the Civil Rights Movement influenced one Chicanx university president influenced by 
his response to student protests. Given the dearth of literature on Latinx leadership at 4-year 
institutions (discussed in more detail below) and their abilities to support their students, this story 
shows the importance of university leadership that reflects the needs and concerns of students on 
their campuses, especially when campuses have a critical mass of students from particular racial, 
ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. 
Literature Review 
 Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSIs) are a type of Minority-Serving Institution created 
under the reauthorization of the Higher Education Act in 1992 (Calderón Galdeano, Flores, & 
Moder, 2012). The efforts that led to the creation of this designation began with the Hispanic 
Association of Colleges and Universities (HACU), a Latinx education advocacy group based in 
San Antonio (Calderón, et al., 2012). Under federal guidelines, HSIs are defined as public or 
private non-profit, degree-granting 2-year and 4-year institutions with 25% or higher Latinx 
undergraduate student enrollment (Núñez, Hurtado, & Calderón Galdeano, 2015). With the 
growth of the Latinx population since 2000 (Ennis, Rios-Vargas, & Albert, 2011), the number of 
HSIs has grown from the original 50-60 institutions (Calderón, et al., 2012) to 492 in the 2016-
2017 academic year, 255 of which are either public or private 4-year institutions (Excelencia in 
Education, 2018a). 
The Latinx Presidency in Higher Education 
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 Despite the growth in the Latinx student population in K-12 and higher education as well 
as the tremendous growth in the number of HSIs since 1992, the number of Latinx presidents in 
higher education remains low. In 1986, only 2.2 percent of higher education presidents identified 
as Latinx; this number rose only to 3.9 percent by 2016 (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & Taylor, 
2017). Notably, 83 percent of HSI presidents did not identify as Latinx themselves. 
 The underrepresentation of Latinxs in the college presidency is a well-documented 
challenge (de los Santos & Vega, 2008; Gutierrez, Castañeda, & Katsinas, 2002; Haro & Lara, 
2003; Rodríguez, Martinez, and Valle, 2016; Santiago, 1996). As Martinez and León (2013) 
wrote, “Latino leadership in higher education has escaped serious study” (p. 3). Arciniega 
(2012), a long-time activist, reflected that the gains that were made in Latinxs attaining graduate 
degrees and moving into upper administration has been a significant success for moving the 
needle toward greater equity for the Latinx population in higher education. Therefore, this dearth 
of literature must be addressed. 
 In 2013, an edited volume entitled Latino college presidents: In their own words 
(Martinez & León, 2013) was published and offered some insights into the challenges and 
opportunities faced by Latinx leaders. The volume featured six chapters by university presidents, 
including Ricardo Romo, and offered insights into the presidents’ careers leading to their 
presidential appointments and how they navigated their roles as executive leaders. Flores (2013) 
connected his leadership philosophy directly to his experience with the 1960s: “Living through 
the era of the civil rights movement, and my participation in the efforts to expand civil rights and 
social justice taught me the importance of leadership” (p. 167). Besides bearing witness to the 
extraordinary events of the movement, Flores continued with how activism helped him in his 
eventual presidency by describing how he gained organizational and communication skills, 
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developed fluency in Spanish, and how non-profit experience taught him how to do more with 
minimum resources. Ricardo R. Fernández (2013), who would eventually ascend to the 
presidency of CUNY Lehman College, started his career in university administration after 
community activism in Milwaukee in the early 1970s prompted the University of Wisconsin 
Chancellor to take a special interest in better serving Latinx students, and Fernández was picked 
to work as a special assistant to the Chancellor. 
 These narratives are important in understanding Latinx educational leadership in higher 
education because this topic has been crucially understudied. They are also important in 
demonstrating how past lived experiences inform current responses to events on campuses, either 
positive or negative. Yet these narratives remain personal and reflective in nature and do not 
present an opportunity to study a case of Latinx leadership in practice within a higher education 
context. This present chapter identifies one narrative—an episode of student activism on an HSI 
campus and the president’s response. 
Theoretical Framework 
 This study draws upon the concept of the Latino Educational Leadership explicated by 
Rodríguez, Martinez, and Valle (2016) and Applied Critical Leadership (Santamaría & 
Santamaría, 2012). The authors synthesized a number of theoretical frameworks including 
Critical Race Theory, LatCrit (or a Latinx-focused Critical Race Theory), Applied Critical 
Leadership (Santamaría & Santamaría, 2012), Freire’s critical pedagogies, and Yosso’s (2005) 
community cultural wealth, among others, to develop a definition of a type of transformative 
leadership that serves Latinx communities across the educational pipeline. The amalgamation of 
these ideas provides a foundation for understanding the experience of Latinx students across 
educational sectors that encounter racism and oppression in the forms of disproportionate 
 “THIS WAS DIFFERENT”  6 
 
resources, testing policies that have been used against students of color, and educational policies 
that have failed to acknowledge the forms of cultural capital Latinx students bring to their 
schools. This type of leadership understands that “leaders who serve Latina/o communities must 
negotiate and navigate a greater dominant socio-political system to improve educational 
opportunity and equity for diverse learners” (Rodríguez, Martinez, & Valle, 2016, pp. 147-148). 
This type of anti-racist leadership avoids deficit perceptions of Latinx students, their families, 
and communities and works to advocate and empower Latinx students. 
Santamaría and Santamaría (2012) define Applied Critical Leadership as a type of 
educational leadership style that is culturally responsive to marginalized communities and 
acknowledges leaders’ lived experiences. Further, this approach encourages moving away from 
deficit models or thinking, the incorporation of critical theory, and embracing the contextual 
needs of the setting and population. Taken together, these theories of help explain how Latinx 
educational leaders can be responsive to their communities, aware of broader societal forces that 
may dominate or oppress these communities, and to foster empowerment through education. 
 Researcher Positionality and Genesis of This Study 
 From the outset, acknowledging my own researcher positionality and my relationship to 
this research is crucial. From August 2002 through July 2016, I was a student or staff member or 
both at UTSA. I completed three degrees from the school and often tell people I meet in 
academia that I am a proud graduate of a Hispanic-Serving Institution. It is also worth noting that 
Dr. Ricardo Romo has been a close friend of my family’s for decades. He was also the President 
of UTSA throughout my entire experience at the university, and I worked for the Art Curator 
during most of my master’s degree, a job that fell under the purview of the President’s Office. 
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 I do not come to this research with blinders on. I previously wrote about the aspirations 
of UTSA to move from a regional comprehensive university to a “Tier One” or Research 1 
institution (Doran, 2015). I have seen these efforts stagnant to the frustration of administrators, 
community members, and legislators. I also fully acknowledge that UTSA has much work to do 
in building an inclusive environment for other groups besides Latinx students. For example, I 
witnessed from afar the November 2018 incident in which a white faculty member called campus 
police on an African American student who she claimed was disrupting her classroom (Bauer-
Wolf, 2018). The fallout from the incident led to the admission by now-President Taylor Eighmy 
that there is an endemic racism problem, particularly against African American faculty and 
students, on the campus (Torralva, 2018). 
 I remember the DREAM Act NOW! students’ protest that took place on campus because 
they situated themselves directly in the middle of the Main Campus under a Luis Jimenez statue 
called “Border Crossing,” depicting a man carrying a woman with an infant on his shoulders 
across the Rio Grande. I bore witness to the protest only briefly; being a staff member of the 
university at the time, I could watch but not participate in the protest. I also recall the subsequent 
events that followed: the occupation of Hutchinson’s office by the protesters, their arrest that was 
made under questionable circumstances (Ludwig, 2010d1), and the eventual end to the strike 
after 39 days. 
 In Spring 2018, I was asked if I had interest in taking up research on the hunger strike by 
my advisor and former UTSA faculty member, Anne-Marie Núñez. She collaborated on a 
symposium at the 2011 meeting of the Critical Race Studies in Education Association with 5 of 
the student activists who participated in the hunger strike, including some of the students who 
                                                             
1 Clarification: This reference states that 15 protesters were arrested on November 29, 2010. The next day, the San 
Antonio Express-News published a list of 16 protesters who were arrested (Ludwig, 2010e). 
 “THIS WAS DIFFERENT”  8 
 
were arrested at the sit-in in Senator Hutchinson’s office. This was a project Anne-Marie always 
thought she would come back to, but her departure from UTSA in 2016 to The Ohio State 
University made the continuation of the project difficult. Having maintained close connections to 
UTSA and having an interest in historical projects, Anne-Marie thought that the project would be 
of interest to me. 
 I reached out to contacts from UTSA (e.g., former students and classmates, faculty from 
my old department). Upon finding minutes from a University Assembly meeting that took place 
on November 16, 2010, posted online (“Documents and Proceedings,” 2010), I found the 
following statement of interest to the project: 
 President Romo recognized students not previously listed on the agenda to speak about 
 the Dream Act. The student spokesperson explained that the group is in on their seventh 
 day of a hunger strike. The group supports an eleven-year path to citizenship for a minor 
 under the age of 16. The person will either actively serve in the U.S. military for two 
 years or attend community college for two years or graduate with a four year degree, earn 
 a work visa, and eventually be granted a green card. After five years, these individuals 
 are able to apply for citizenship. The UTSA movement is planning to continue their 
 hunger strike until they receive a pledge from Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson.  
What I took from this document is that President Romo provided a formal space for the strikers 
to directly address university administration. I contacted Dr. Romo to ask questions about this 
action and what he remembered about the hunger strike, and it was this interview that led to this 
present study. 
Methods 
This study draws from various historical methods of data collection to develop a narrative 
around the hunger strike and President Romo’s response to it. First, a robust amount of data was 
collected online to construct the story about the hunger strike itself. DREAM Act NOW! 
conducted much of its organizing online through social media, including a Facebook group, 
original videos posted on YouTube and CNN iReport, and a blog. Using the NewsBank 
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database, newspaper articles were gathered from across Texas. San Antonio’s local newspaper, 
the San Antonio Express-News, and local media outlets (e.g., mainstream TV stations and 
alternative community newspapers such as the San Antonio Current) reported heavily on the 
hunger strike especially once the protest moved to Senator Hutchinson’s office. The news 
articles were databased in chronological order to construct the timeline of the hunger strike, and 
screen shots of videos and blogs generated by DREAM Act NOW! were uploaded into NVivo, a 
qualitative research software package, for organization and analysis. 
Two types of data were collected on President Romo. First, two interviews lasting about 
45 minutes each were conducted with Dr. Romo. The first focused on his memory of the hunger 
strike, his response to the strike, and included input from his wife, Dr. Harriett Romo, a 
Professor of sociology at UTSA who studies issues related to Latinx students in education and 
immigration/migration of Latinx populations. The second interview centered more on Dr. 
Romo’s past experiences with activism, both as a student, a faculty member, and an 
administrator at various institutions in Texas and California from the 1960s to the present. These 
interviews were audio-recorded with the Romos’ permission and uploaded to Rev.com for 
transcription. The transcriptions were used in the analysis process. To supplement these 
interviews, archival research was also conducted at the UTSA archives. The Office of the 
President, 1971-2018 and the University Archives files were specifically utilized for this project. 
Throughout his tenure as President, Dr. Romo regularly donated papers related to his pre-UTSA 
career, his hiring at UTSA, and his presidency that ended in 2017. Among other things, these 
resources provided insight into Romo’s career as a history professor focused on Latinx history, 
his childhood in a segregated neighborhood in San Antonio, and some of his experiences during 
the Chicanx Movement. 
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Data Analysis and Presentation of the Findings 
 This chapter follows a more traditional historical approach than the format common to 
empirical educational research. Data collection and analysis was an iterative process in that I 
gathered data on the hunger strike and scheduled the first interview with Dr. Romo to gather his 
perspective on the event as the UTSA President. Later on when reading the transcripts, I made 
notes of the places where Dr. Romo noted his own engagement with student activism. In 
returning to the literature, I found little literature that connected presidential action or 
dispositions toward activism, and none that focused on Latinx presidents or HSIs in particular. 
At that point, I returned to Dr. Romo for the second interview focused more on his personal 
background and his experience with activism prior to his presidency. The analysis process for 
this chapter, and the subsequent construction of the findings, were focused on constructing the 
narrative of the hunger strike and analyzing how President Romo framed what is an arguably 
positive and constructive response to the DREAM Act NOW! students.  
Limitations 
 This study is not without limitations. First, none of the students who participated in this 
hunger strike have been interviewed to date. Many have been tracked down using social media, 
but most either did not respond to a request for an interview or they declined. Therefore, the 
perception of Romo’s response is self-reported by him and analyzed by myself. I note several 
official ways that he responded to the strike and speculate on how those actions helped the 
protest, but I was not able to connect with the students involved to either corroborate or refute 
my conclusions. Second, more prolonged engagement with Dr. Romo would have been ideal to 
follow a more traditional narrative inquiry research design. However, the original purpose of the 
 “THIS WAS DIFFERENT”  11 
 
study was more squarely focused on the strikers themselves—this study emerged as an intriguing 
project to follow, especially when I was unable to gain access to interview the strike participants. 
Findings 
 This study brings together the personal and professional experiences of Dr. Ricardo 
Romo and how they came to bear in his response to a student-led hunger strike on the UTSA 
campus, during Romo’s tenure as president. 
Romo’s Upbringing and College Life 
 When Ricardo Romo was appointed to the UTSA presidency in 1999, his personal 
background as a San Antonio native was highly publicized (“Romo named president,” 1999; 
Rosser, 1998). Romo grew up on the west side of the city and graduated from Fox Tech High 
School, near the city’s downtown. Romo described his neighborhood as an “all Mexican 
American neighborhood” and “an insular community” (R. Romo, personal communication, April 
8, 2018). He attended a middle school out of the neighborhood that was mostly comprised of 
white students, where Romo learned about what it meant to be a racially minoritized student for 
the first time. Out of an estimated 800 students, Romo remembered that only 20 or 30 were 
Latinx students like him, and there he recalled, “So, I think that's when I kind of discovered more 
the differences [between his Mexican neighborhood and predominantly white schools]. And the 
kids would refer to you as Mexican or you know, you started to hear more of the other terms: 
‘spic’ or ‘dirty Mexican’ kind of terms” (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). 
 Romo graduated from high school in 1962 and attended the University of Texas at Austin 
on a track scholarship. While UT-Austin is currently on track to become an HSI (Excelencia in 
Education, 2018b), Romo recalled how out of approximately 200 students on athletic 
scholarships during his college years, he was 1 of 2 Latinx athletes. During his undergraduate 
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years in Austin, some early activism entered Romo’s life: “There was some kind of organizing 
going on, and I kinda joined it, I kinda went to see what was going on.” (R. Romo, personal 
communication, November 26, 2018). As Romo described, UT-Austin was not yet a hotbed of 
student activism during this time. He did, however, participate in food drives to support the 
farmworkers’ movement in South Texas organized by Ernesto Cortes, Jr., a prominent 
community organizer from San Antonio (Oral History Office, 1994). 
 When Romo graduated from UT-Austin in 1967, he headed to California, later saying in 
an interview with his master’s institution Loyola Marymount University, “I left Texas because 
there wasn’t a lot of hope there” (“Returning Home,” n.d., para. 2). Romo expanded on this:  
 That's true, I mean I didn't, when I finished school here [in Texas]. I still saw lots of 
 discrimination and prejudice in Texas. And I didn't see any Hispanic role models other 
 than a few teachers. But I went to an all Hispanic school, and there were no Latino 
 teachers in the entire school. So, you know, I'm looking at my high school, which is all 
 Mexican, and not a single Mexican teacher. And I'm looking at, you know, I go to the 
 bank, I go to the driver’s license area, wherever I go and I see white collar workers, I just 
 almost never saw Hispanics (R. Romo, personal communication, November 26, 2018). 
 
Romo’s departure from Texas to California can be summarized in this way: “There were just a 
lot of us [Latinx students] looking for good role models” (R. Romo, personal communication, 
November 26, 2018). 
Graduate Student to University President 
 Romo began teaching high school on the east side of Los Angeles and found greater 
diversity than he found in Texas. After completing a master’s degree in history at Loyola 
Marymount, he began a Ph.D. program in history at the University of California at Los Angeles 
and began teaching Mexican American history courses at California State University-Northridge 
(then known as San Fernando Valley State College until 1972). At CSU-Northridge, Romo 
became more involved in the Chicanx Movement, attending meetings of the Movimiento 
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Estudiantil Chicanx de Aztlán (MEChA), a national Latinx student organization (Acuña, 2011) 
and taught within a Chicanx Studies program alongside long-time scholar-activist Rudy Acuña. 
Romo balanced his teaching responsibilities and his doctoral studies along with his participation 
in the Chicanx movement, and as he described, “When you're part of that [participating in 
Chicanx student and community events], you are an activist. I wasn't an activist leader” (R. 
Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). 
 Though not a leader, Romo bore witness to important moments in the Latinx struggle for 
educational equity and representation. On the day he was hired at CSU-Northridge (May 5, 
1970), a fire was set to the Chicano House on campus, an event thought to be a reaction from 
right-wing students to anti-Vietnam protests on campus (Acuña, 2011). Romo recalled that he 
arrived on the UCLA campus to begin his doctoral degree the academic year after scholar-
activist Angela Davis had been fired from there for being a member of the Communist Party. 
Later on as an administrator at the University of Texas at Austin, Romo saw protests from 
students following comments from a law professor who stated, “Blacks and Mexican-Americans 
can’t compete academically with whites” (“Diversity adds little,” 1997, p. 2). In response, some 
5,000 students launched a significant rally on campus with Jesse Jackson in attendance (Sanchez, 
1997). In recalling this instance, Romo pointed out that he did not know what students’ end goal 
was for these protests, but as the Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education and a Latinx faculty 
member, Romo watched the protests from some distance: 
 Students brought Jesse Jackson, and I went to hear Jesse Jackson. And I saw the sit-ins 
 and so forth, but I felt like it had to play out. The students just are really angry, and I 
 totally agree with why they're angry. I was angry, and they took their action, and I just 
 said ‘Well, they're taking action.’ But I wasn't asked to do anything, I wasn't asked to step 
 in, I wasn't asked to stay away, you know. Anything. I just kind of saw it play out (R. 
 Romo, personal communication, November 26, 2018). 
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Interestingly, Romo added: “Just because you're a Chicano faculty and there's a Chicano protest 
doesn't mean you just rush over there and say, ‘I'm in.’ I don't think that's the way it works.” He 
went on to say, “You're there to educate, you're there to teach, you're not there to be some kind 
of martyr or the spokesperson. The students are very capable and they can be spokespeople 
without us [faculty and administrators]” (R. Romo, personal communication, November 26, 
2018). 
The 2010 Hunger Strike 
 Texas passed its own DREAM Act (House Bill 1403) in 2001 (Sikes & Valenzuela, 
2018). The original iteration of the DREAM Act at the federal level dates back to that same year, 
and by 2010, the Act had been introduced every year in Congress but failed to pass (Corrunker, 
2012; Olivas, 2012). The year 2010 marked a spike in student activism related to DREAM Act 
(Corrunker, 2012), which UTSA students became a part of. The hunger strike began on 
Wednesday, November 10, on the campus (Ludwig, 2010a), and the strike focused on gaining 
support for the act from Senator Kay Bailey Hutchinson. The students had hope they could get 
support from the Republican senator because she previously voted in favor of the DREAM Act 
(Hughes, 2010). 
 Efforts to schedule meetings with Senator Hutchinson over the next week broke down as 
the DREAM Act NOW! students’ protests gained more attention. One week later, the students 
left the campus to walk 14 miles to the San Fernando Cathedral in downtown San Antonio to 
further engage the community and move closer to Hutchinson’s office in the city. On November 
29, 16 protesters, including at least 8 students, a former San Antonio City Councilwoman, and a 
Methodist minister, were arrested and spent a night in jail. On December 8, the House of 
Representatives passed the DREAM Act, giving hope that the legislation would pass (Martin, 
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2010a). The DREAM Act was unable to overcome a Republican filibuster approximately 10 
days later, and in the end, Senator Hutchison refused to lend her support for the bill (Martin, 
2010b). The protesters ended their hunger strike on December 22, 2010 (Weinstein, 2010). 
President Romo’s Responses to the Hunger Strike 
 As previously noted, Romo invited students from DREAM Act Now! to address the 
University Assembly on November 16, ahead of the students’ march downtown. Among those 
present at this meeting were executive-level administrators including the then-Vice President for 
Student Affairs, the Vice President for Community Services, and at least one Dean from the 
College of Liberal and Fine Arts (“Documents and Proceedings,” 2010). It was also reported that 
Romo signed the online petition started by DREAM Act Now! and committed to contacting 
Senator Hutchinson in favor of the DREAM Act (Hughes, 2010). 
 When asked about his response to this protest, Dr. Romo from the outset expressed his 
disagreement with the hunger strike itself as a form of protest (R. Romo, personal 
communication, April 8, 2018). Dr. Romo was not alone in his disapproval; then-mayor of San 
Antonio Julián Castro issued a public statement asking the strikers to eat, stating, “Everyone gets 
the point they have made, but we are concerned about their health” (Ludwig, 2010f). In inviting 
students to speak at the University Assembly, Romo demonstrated several things. First, he 
acknowledged that this was a different cause than other activist causes he was a part of (e.g., the 
struggle for ethnic studies programs, for instance). He recalled, “This was different, and I wanted 
to learn. I’m talking to people who will have very unique circumstances and having been brought 
here without even their knowledge in many cases.” Second, he saw his leadership as a way to 
help students:  
I really believe you [the DREAM Act NOW! students] have a good cause, come talk 
 about it. You may have a great, great cause but not necessarily the right strategies or you 
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 may have the right strategies and a bad cause. I just wanted to be sure that the good 
 cause got connected with good strategies and that people knew about it and people 
 could advise them. I was certainly ready to be there for them. I’ve seen a lot, done a lot, 
 I was ready to be of assistance (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). 
 
Last, Romo showed through his actions the respect for the rights of students to protest as well as 
his general approach to students as a leader and as a teacher: 
 You have to respect people if you expect them to respect you. So, if you're a teacher and 
 you don't respect your students and you don't respect a certain cluster of students, you're 
 not gonna communicate to them. And that's supposed to be what you're supposed to do, is 
 communicate and teach. Same thing as an administrator, you know. If you don't respect 
 the students and if you don't respect their, you know, they've got First Amendment rights. 
 They have absolutely every right to speak out. Do they have a right to protest? Yeah. 
 Now, you know, there's certain limits after a while. You know, then they shut down 
 offices and prevent people from going to work and, you know, now they really can't. I 
 mean they can take a stand, but it's not gonna be a situation where you shut down 
 everything for a long time, it just won't work. It didn't work in Vietnam, you know, 
 protests. 'Cause you know, they shut down bridges, and they shut down buildings, but it 
 only lasts for a while (R. Romo, personal communication, November 26, 2018). 
In thinking about the DREAM Act NOW! students and other contemporary student activist 
groups, Romo expressed admiration and respect for students today and their abilities to mobilize 
and organize via social media, including the UTSA students. Romo acknowledged that a place 
like UTSA does not have the same activist history as institutions like his alma maters—UT-
Austin and UCLA. However, as a large Hispanic-Serving Institution in a Latinx-majority city 
like San Antonio, UTSA students were able to draw upon their numbers to find a collective voice 
that percolated out throughout the state and country: “Where you have a large enough cohort, 
critical mass, 50 people or something working to reach out and network with everybody else, 
then it becomes a movement” (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). This cohort or 
critical mass was supported by a city government and community that was largely sympathetic to 
DREAM Act NOW’s cause, and as President, Romo noted that there was always going to 
someone who was not happy: “There will be some people who will be unhappy that students are 
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protesting whatever (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). However, the 
environment made it so that the students who participated in this strike were not going to be 
openly criticized by powerful politicians and community members:  
 The legislators don't speed dial and try to micro manage you [as President of a large 
 university], and the reason they don't is because they are worried, afraid that it'll get to 
 the media. That they called you and then said something dumb like, those students are 
 just a bunch of idiots. And you say, can I quote you on that? And of course, they realize 
 all of a sudden, some of these folks maybe their constituents and their parents may be the 
 constituents (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). 
 
After a long career as a faculty member and long-time university administration in Texas and 
California, Ricardo Romo continued to speak about the importance of student activism and the 
collective voices of college students as a crucial part of a democratic society. In growing a bigger 
movement for change, Romo looked to the #BlackLivesMatter movement as inspiration for other 
social justice movements:  
It's sort of like there is no one campus connected to #BlackLivesMatter as the crucial, 
 crucial place, but it's just a lot of campuses and then a lot of communities and then a lot 
 of churches and after that then you have a significant movement and #BlackLivesMatter 
 incredibly significant. It is amazing, and the Dreamers are up there, they're not as 
 powerful as Black Lives Matter, but they're way up there too. And they did it not because 
 of any one person or any one campus. They did it because they became an army, all came 
 together (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). 
Finally, in his concluding thoughts on the 2010 hunger strike, Romo reflected: “This hunger 
strike was the beginning and I use the word foundation, the foundation for future kind of 
activism on part of the Dreamers now” (R. Romo, personal communication, April 8, 2018). On 
one hand, the hunger strike could be seen as a failure because the DREAM Act never passed 
(and the future of its political successor, Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals or DACA, 
remains under contention). Yet the actions of DREAM Act NOW! galvanized activism on a 
campus not known for political activity, and that coalition building remains in place through 
today. The Facebook group for DREAM Act NOW! remains active (though the group has since 
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changed its name to Immigrant Youth Leadership), and UTSA recently opened a Dreamers 
Resource Center in January 2018 (“UTSA Opens,” 2018). The actions of this organization built 
capacity for larger, more sustained efforts toward impacting change for undocumented students, 
and UTSA’s then-President Ricardo Romo contributed his support to these efforts. 
Discussion 
 This study focused on the response of a Latinx president to a pro-DREAM Act hunger 
strike led by students at a large, urban HSI in 2010 and adds to the small body of literature on 
Latinx presidents in higher education and focuses on something that has not yet been discussed: 
how presidents may respond to student activism. Reflective narratives by Latinx university 
leaders like Fernández (2013) and Flores (2013) demonstrate that leaders’ experiences during 
periods like the Civil Rights Movements of the 1960s played pivotal roles in shaping worldviews 
and responses, especially to activism. However, there has not been an empirical study that 
connected these lived experiences of a president to a contemporary example of student activism 
on an HSI campus. Given the failures of university leadership to respond meaningfully to student 
activists in places like the University of Missouri rocked by protests in 2015 (Brewer, 2018), this 
chapter offers an example of what Latino Educational Leadership (Rodríguez, Martinez, and 
Valle, 2016) might look like in practice. 
Instead of working to suppress or quiet the DREAM Act NOW! students, Dr. Ricardo 
Romo demonstrated his support for the students in the strike by giving them space to address 
university administrators, signing their online petition, and showing outward respect for students 
and their rights to protest. He recognized the importance of the students’ voices in furthering a 
contemporary civil rights issue for Latinx communities, and while he did not agree with students 
engaging in a hunger strike, he expressed solidarity with the students and found ways to be a 
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teacher as well as an administrator through connecting students with a good cause with 
administrators who might suggest better strategies to get their message heard. Romo treated his 
students with respect and with perspective that they had much to teach him about the experience 
of undocumented students and the political situation surrounding the DREAM Act. Even after 
his tenure as president at UTSA had ended, Romo could reflect back on the 2010 hunger strike 
and see how it became a foundation for something bigger that would eventually lead to a formal 
structure on campus—a Dreamers Resource Center—and a longer term push for social justice 
and equity for the undocumented segment of the student population. 
Conclusions 
According to the most recent American Council for Education report on the American 
college president, the average age of presidents at Minority-Serving Institutions across the 
country was 62 years old (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & Taylor, 2017). As such, these leaders 
were likely to have come of age during the Civil Rights Movements and attended to college as its 
effects continued to ripple throughout higher education. The presence of higher education 
administrators is arguably itself a positive gain of the Civil Rights Movement that is still felt 
today. In thinking about leadership across the educational pipeline, it is crucial to consider the 
lived experiences of these leaders and how these experiences inform their responses to their 
students presently, especially students from racially minoritized backgrounds. 
In his urging for greater representation of Latinx leaders across sectors in higher 
education, Arciniega (2012) reminded us that these efforts come from a broader historical 
context: “This country, our country, must remain true to the core ideals and values of the civil 
rights movement” (p. 155). He went on, “We can best ensure this by our actions and the stances 
we take as leaders on issues of equity and social justice faced by our nation today, that our 
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actions pass the muster in the best sense of our civil rights tradition” (p. 155). In effect, 
Arciniega issued a call to action for current and aspiring leaders to remember the successes of the 
Civil Rights Movement and to remain true to those activist roots. Further research should 
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